Racial differences in mental health service utilization among low-income women.
The authors present data on mental health outpatient services in non-specialty settings in a sample of low-income women by exploring service use in the general medical sector, specialty mental health/substance services, the human service sector, and self-help groups. Findings are reported from 668 African American and White women in the Mothers' Well-Being Study (MWS). The MWS measured a range of psychiatric and substance dependence disorders using the Composite International Diagnostic Interview, Version 2.1 (CIDI2.1). The MWS also gathered data regarding outpatient mental health service utilization. In the year preceding the study, 43.9% of the White respondents and 39.0% of the African American respondents had at least one of the mental health disorders measured in the MWS. There were no significant differences in the frequency of any of the disorders by race. However, White respondents with disorders received more treatment than African American women in the general medical sector. In the year prior to the interview, nearly a quarter (22.4%) of White women with any diagnosis received care in the general medical sector compared to only 9.1% of African American women. The racial disparity in mental health treatment in the general medical sector may indicate that African American low-income women are not receiving the same level of care as White women. The authors discuss the implications of this disparity and suggest ways of expanding access to care for African American women in the general medical setting.